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When Sara Pfl antzer Luria 
’04 was a fi rst-year student 
in 2000, Trinity’s Hillel 
was housed on the fi rst 
fl oor of the football coach’s 
home, eating kosher food 
meant microwaving a ko-
sher chicken in the kitchen 
pantry, and Friday night 
Shabbat activities were 
small affairs held only 
every other week. Luria 
and her friend Marcie Yo-
selevsky ’04 decided to see 
what they could contribute 
by volunteering to be co-
presidents of Hillel the 
following year. 

They took offi ce in the fall 
of 2001 and found them-
selves in the middle of both 
the turmoil engendered by 
the events of September 
11 and the beginning of a 
time of Jewish renewal on 
campus.

     By the late 1990s, the 
College had made a com-
mitment to programs in 
Jewish studies and Hebrew 
language. In early Decem-
ber 2001, the Zachs Hillel 
House was opened. Located 
near the other cultural 
houses, it immediately be-

came not only the center of 
Jewish life for the Trinity 
community but a place that 
people of all backgrounds 
turned to for, as Luria 
notes, a sense of stability in 
an unstable time.  

In the subsequent months, 
Luria and Yoselevsky found 
themselves leading services 
nearly every Friday night. 
“We created a Trinity Hil-
lel prayer book by cutting 
and pasting,” Luria says, 
“so we could help begin 
shaping this resurgence of 
Jewish life.” Yoselevsky has 

gone on to work for several 
Jewish organizations. Last 
fall Luria, now a rabbi in 
New York, returned to 
Trinity to offi ciate at the 
Hillel services for the Jew-
ish High Holy Days. 

A “small and mighty” 
campus

Although the intensity of 
Jewish activity has ebbed 
and fl owed, Trinity has 
long been a welcoming 
institution for Jewish 
students–one of the few 

Jewish life 
at Trinity more 
vibrant than ever
by Rhea Hi rshman
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at the time of its founding 
in 1823 that did not 
discriminate on the basis 
of religion, a commitment 
made in the College 
charter. In 1960, a Trinity 
fraternity chapter severed 
ties with its national 
organization because of 
the “parent body’s policy 
of discrimination against 
Jewish and Negro [sic] 
students” and maintained 
its policy of pledging 
members of both groups. 
Hillel: The Foundation 
for Jewish Campus Life 
has had a presence on the 

Trinity campus since 1946, 
when the B’nai B’rith Hillel 
Society formed “primarily 
to offer a religious, cultural, 
and social outlet for 
Trinity students of the 
Jewish faith.” Leonard E. 
Greenberg ’48 was one of 
a small number of Jewish 
students who helped to co-
found the organization.

Now, Jewish religious, 
cultural, and academic 
life is fl ourishing here as 
never before. Reform Judaism 
magazine’s fall 2013 Insider’s 
Guide to College Life listed 

Trinity among the “Top 20 
Small & Mighty Campuses 
of Excellence.” The 
designation’s criteria include 
innovative programming, 
growing Jewish enrollment, 
demonstrated support 
by the College, a 
commitment to serve Jews 
of all backgrounds, and 
a dedicated professional 
leader. 

Trinity’s leader is Lisa 
Pleskow Kassow, who 
served as a part-time Hillel 
director in the early 1990s 
and returned as the full-time 

Hillel celebrates Pink Shabbat in October 2012. At left, Sophie Goldsmith ’13 balances a tray of cupcakes; above, 
Abby Himmelrich ’12, Naomi Sobelson ’12, Sophie Katzman ’14, and Jennie Lewis ’12 take part in the Shabbat 
candle-lighting ceremony; and below right, Trinity Hillel Director Lisa Kassow speaks to those assembled.

“ IF YOU WISH TO BE A PART OF A TIGHT-
KNIT, WELCOMING GROUP OF JEWISH 
STUDENTS AND WANT TO BE ABLE TO 
PRACTICE YOUR JUDAISM IN WHICHEVER 
SHAPE YOU PLEASE, THEN TRINITY IS A 
GOOD FIT.” 
– Ethan Cantor ’16

director just as the Zachs 
Hillel House was opening. 
The Kassow Hillel Kosher 
Eatery, installed in Mather 
Hall in May 2012, is named 
in honor of her and her 
husband, Samuel Kassow 
’66, Charles H. Northam 
Professor of History.

From Sushi in the Sukkah 
to Holocaust remembrance

Under Kassow’s direction, 
Hillel has expanded in 
size and scope. “Lisa 
works collaboratively all 
around campus and with N
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“ THERE REALLY IS SOMETHING FOR 
EVERYBODY. FOR ME, SPIRITUAL AND 
ACADEMIC LIFE HAVE BALANCED 
BEAUTIFULLY. I CAN’T IMAGINE ONE 
WITHOUT THE OTHER.”
– Sophie Katzman ’14

tremendous creativity,” says 
College Chaplain Allison 
Read.  

With a mission of building 
a welcoming community 
of informed and engaged 
Jewish young adults, 
Trinity Hillel offers many 
points of entry into Jewish 
life. “We want students 
to share meaningful, 
authentic Jewish 
experiences,” Kassow says. 
Some programs are less 
traditional than others; 
for instance, “Sushi in the 
Sukkah” brought an Asian 
fl avor to the fall harvest 
holiday of Sukkot. Some 
programs may not even 
be specifi cally Jewish. 
One recent example: 
a presentation about 
high-end Scotch for the 
21-and-over-crowd by a 
professor who had been to 
Scotland. “There we were, 
among 500 Yiddish books 
and the Schottenstein 
Talmud,” Kassow says. 
“You defi nitely knew 
that you were in a Jewish 
environment–and the 
Scotch was kosher.” 

But the heart of what 
happens through Hillel 
lies in the weekly Shab-
bat gatherings, major 
holiday celebrations, and 
activities rooted in Jew-
ish traditions, practices, 
and values, with a strong 
emphasis on community 
service. Themed Shabbat 
programs–recently there 
have been Egyptian, Iraqi, 

When Henry Zachs ’56 made his fi rst gift to Trinity 
College–a donation to support the professorial 
endowment fund–he was just a junior, and the gift 
came from the commissions he earned selling ads in 
the college yearbook.  

Five decades later, in 2006, Zachs was awarded the 
Eigenbrodt Cup–one of the greatest honors that 
can be bestowed on alumni–for his outstanding 
contributions and service to the College. 

A political science major at Trinity, Zachs received 
his M.B.A. from the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Wharton School. When he returned home in 1959 to 
the Hartford area after graduate school, Zachs says, 
he “wrote 13 checks–one to my dentist and the other 
12 to various charities.” 

From that time forward, Zachs went on to found 
Message Center Beepers in 1960 and to become 
a leader and nationally recognized expert in the 
telecommunications industry, including paging, 
cellular communications, and Internet services. 
Throughout his career, Zachs has shared his time, 
expertise, and fi nancial resources with his alma 
mater and with Jewish groups, cultural organizations, 
educational institutions, foundations, and medical 
facilities in the Greater Hartford area and statewide. 
He has received numerous honors for his good works.

Zachs likes to note that his Trinity connection goes 
back to his mother’s brother, Abraham Silverman, 

 Henry Zachs ’56
‘Give back and set an example’
by Rhea Hirshman

Henry Zachs speaks during the dedication of the Kassow 
Hillel Kosher Eatery in Mather Hall in May 2012.

and Italian Shabbats, based 
on the Jewish customs and 
cuisines from those cul-
tures–are among the many 
ways that Hillel promotes 
intercultural understand-
ing. Pink Shabbat, begun 
by Molly Goodwin ’09 in 
her sophomore year with 
Hillel’s support, is now an 
annual campuswide event 
in which organizations 
collaborate to provide in-
formation and raise funds 
for breast cancer research 
while participating in Hil-
lel’s Shabbat traditions. 

While the College offers 
opportunities for study 
abroad in Israel and Trinity 
Hillel annually sponsors 
Taglit-Birthright trips to 
Israel, Kassow has also led 
several recent trips that 
encouraged students to 
explore Judaism in other 
contexts. One was to the 
Abayudaya Jewish com-
munity in Uganda, where 
students helped refurbish 
a Jewish primary school. 
Another was an interfaith 
journey, led also by Read 
and Imam Adeel Zeb, for 
a weeklong immersion in 
Trinidad’s diverse religious 
and cultural traditions. The 
visit included meeting the 
90-year-old leader of the 
island’s Jewish community, 
a Holocaust survivor.

Holocaust remembrance–
Yom HaShoah—is another 
signifi cant event on the 
Hillel calendar. Occurring 
in the spring, it is both a 
worldwide commemora-
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traditional backgrounds, 
just connecting to their 
Judaism, or any place in 
between. “While academia 
is not in the business of 
teaching or promoting 
spiritual practices or reli-
gious beliefs,” Read says, 
“students come here with 
beliefs or questions—usu-
ally both—and our role is 
to attend to that aspect of 
their lives during four im-
portant years.”

Says Luria, “Hillel felt like 
home when I was a stu-
dent, but Jewish life is now 
integrated on campus in a 
way that it was not 12 years 
ago. The Jewish popula-
tion is more pluralistic, 
and students are engaged 
in thoughtful and creative 
ways.” Kassow adds, “Our 
task is both to model the 
great beauty and diversity 
of Jewish life and culture 
and to create spaces where 
students can, through ex-
amining and articulating 
their own beliefs and sto-
ries, work toward a com-
mon good.

tion and a deeply personal 
experience; often, the pro-
grams are led by students 
who are the grandchildren 
of survivors. “This is an 
opportunity to teach about 
lives lost, cultures de-
stroyed, and the resonance 
of that historical reality for 
everyone,” Kassow says.  

 

Finding one’s Jewish place

Students are not the only 
ones participating in Jew-
ish life on campus. Weekly 
“lunch and learn” conversa-
tions sponsored through 
the Jewish Studies Program 
bring together faculty, staff, 
and students for wide-
ranging discussions often 
focused on the week’s To-
rah portion. Friday night 
Shabbat services welcome 
friends such as West Hart-
ford resident Alan Men-
delson ’69, president of the 
Hillel advisory board. “I 
look forward to attending 
Shabbat services several 
times a semester,” Men-
delson says. “It’s a wonder-
ful respite from the work 
week. Lisa has developed a 
true home away from home 
for Jewish students and a 
welcoming place for visi-
tors.”   

Still, students are the fo-
cus, whether they are from 

“ HILLEL NOW FEELS LIKE A SECOND 
HOME TO ME. IT’S A PLACE OF 
WORSHIP, A QUIET PLACE TO 
STUDY, AND A JEWISH COMMUNITY 
THAT HAS ITS ARMS WIDE OPEN 
FOR ANYONE WHO WANTS TO BE 
INVOLVED.” 
– Posse Scholar Nicole Katav ’17
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Class of 1918–the College’s fi rst Jewish valedictorian. 
Zachs has served Trinity as a class agent, a member 
of numerous committees, a trustee of the College, 
and the fi rst Jewish trustee of the Watkinson Library. 
He has supported the Watkinson Library and campus 
cultural houses and was instrumental in building and 
endowing the Zachs Hillel House and the Kassow 
Hillel Kosher Eatery in Mather Hall. Since the Zachs 
Hillel House opened in 2001, it has of ered Jewish 
cultural, educational, and social events; religious 
services; and kosher meals. Trinity Hillel has been 
a welcoming space for all members of the Trinity 
community, regardless of religious af  liation. 

While Jewish interests are particularly close to 
Zachs’s heart, his philanthropy is motivated also 
by a larger sense of community. Zachs notes that 
“Jews need to support fellow Jews but also look 
beyond those horizons. You can’t take it with you, 
so you have to give back and set an example for 
your children and grandchildren.” The message has 
resonated, as the entire family (two sons and four 
grandchildren) is involved with charitable giving.

Zachs is the epitome of the hands-on philanthropist. 
“If I can fi gure out a way to make an institution 
better, I want to do it,” he says.  Making an institution 
better might mean anything from consulting on the 
decorations for a campus Hillel (he has supported 
three others in Connecticut in addition to Trinity’s), 
to soliciting donations from someone who has not 
previously given to a cause that Zachs believes 
deserves the person’s support, to working with an 
organization’s structure to make it more ef  cient in 
carrying out its mission. 

 A deeply personal mission for Zachs is his 
involvement with the Association of Jewish 
Cemeteries of Greater Hartford, a consortium 
that provides proper care and ongoing maintenance 
for more than two dozen Jewish cemeteries. In 2002, 
after witnessing vandalism of the cemetery where 
his own grandparents are buried, Zachs not only 
provided fi nancial support for cemetery restorations 
around the city but began a practice of making 
regular visits to all the cemeteries himself, a practice 
he continues to this day. “Someone has to care for 
these sacred spaces,” Zachs says, “so I got involved.”

Still, as he puts it, “pretty well occupied with the 
business,” Zachs plays tennis fi ve or six days a week, 
gets in an occasional golf game, and visits museums, 
including the Wadsworth Atheneum, whose board 
is one of the dozen on which he currently serves. 
With a mother who lived to be 108, Zachs doesn’t 
see himself stopping anytime soon. That’s good 
news for his family, his friends, his business, and the 
innumerable people whose lives his generosity has 
touched.

R w14 C2_40.indd   19 1/23/14   1:59 PM


